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Introduction
This project concerns a student project located in the subtropical seaside village of Poona.
The title of the paper acknowledges the work of one of the students, Emma Crick (2005) and
recognizes the appropriateness of the nature + culture = place thematic title to the entire
project. A discussion between two friends, John Price, a retired doctor and Prof. John
Hockings, a former Head of the School of Design at the Queensland University of Technology
(QUT), raised the possibility of a student project to explore ways and means to assist the local
community to manage the impacts of impending urban growth and resulting environmental
and social pressures. Price and Hockings are both part time residents of Poona which is
located on the idyllic coast of Great Sandy Strait that separates the mainland from World
Heritage listed Fraser Island (Figure 1).
Figure 1 – Locality Map (Photo: Plummer et al, 2005)
2The strait is one of Australia’s 68 listed Ramsar sites as a wetland system of international
significance. Weekenders make up about half the current population of around 200. The
attraction is fishing and the natural environment (Figures 2 and 3). There is no industry, no
reticulated water, no municipal sewerage treatment and no expectation of any change in these
attributes in the future. Sandy soils over an extensive and high watertable drain directly to
highly valued Melaleuca wetlands which empty into the strait and extensive sea grass beds
which are part of the essential habitat of the endangered Dugong.
In the early 1990s a major developer sought rezoning approval from Maryborough City
Council for extensive residential subdivisions to cover most of the remaining freehold land on
Poona Point. Under John Price’s leadership, objections lodged by residents resulted in a
significant reduction in the number of residential lots proposed and the setting aside of some
of the freehold land as dedicated open space for parkland and environmental purposes. After
gaining rezoning approval the land was sold to the current developer. The project, now
partially constructed, will expand the population to around 1600 and spread the urban fabric to
the edge of the Melaleuca wetlands. The very environment, which is the reason for Poona’s
existence, is under threat as is the subtropical coastal lifestyle which is attracting people to
move there as the new land becomes available (Figure 4).
The landscape architecture
program at QUT had the capacity
to lead a collaborative student
project and engage with the Poona
Ratepayers Association. This
capacity results from a strong
history of design studios structured
on direct community engagement
in diverse real world contexts
dating back into the mid 1990s.
The organisational concept for
these studios, predicated on
effective community engagement,
is that of creative associations
(Armstrong 1999) which
encourages exploration of new
relationships between universities
and communities. This exploration
recognizes differing forms of
knowledge (theoretical, formal,
informal, practical, local and tacit)
and the ways in which
communities can use their cultural
capital and these different forms of
Figure 2 – Early morning at the boat ramp Figure 3 – The edge of the Melaleucas
(Photos: Clarke et al, 2005)
Figure 4 – Subdivision configuration and
impacts flows into ecological zones
(Drawing: Andrews et al, 2005)
Melaleuca wetlands
3knowledge to accommodate change. The role of universities to engage in community
networks and their potential to enhance new knowledge creation through the integration of
discovery, integration, application and teaching (Boyer 1990) in real world contexts is also
gaining wider recognition. The importance of innovation and learning in contributing to the
economic, social and cultural foundation of local communities is also recognised.
Communities and universities working collaboratively can produce wide-ranging and
unexpected benefits. Universities have a key role in supporting local creativity and enterprises
and help embed learning in the wider community (Commonwealth of Australia, 2003).
Importantly, the studio provides a space within which students and community participants are
able to explore ideas in a creative, open and inquiring manner without committing the
participants to implementing the outcomes.
The Poona Futures project, as it was to be known, was first broached in the latter half of 2004,
shaped into a cohesive program in the first half of 2005 and run in the second Semester of
that year. The broad brief to final year landscape architecture and urban design students was
to engage with the community to explore possible futures for the village that sought to manage
the impacts of urban growth on the environmental and lifestyle values of the place. The broad
issues to be addressed in the project included but were not limited to:
 Poona’s capacity to service the potential increase in population at the local level
(shops, community services, water supply, sewerage disposal);
 conflicts between residential land use and environmental management of the area’s
natural resources;
 environmental impacts on local aquifers, waterways and estuarine systems, foreshore
stability, native bushland ecologies and existing community values; and
 management conflicts between the Poona environs and extensive exotic pine
plantations to the west.
The project, like its many predecessors over more than ten years, had a core emphasis on the
complex theories of urban design as a means of dealing with change management and
community values and expectations. The studios are based on the proposition that urban
design which seeks to focus on place and is an integral part of place making can intersect with
the concept of learning communities as a component of local economic development and the
idea of sustainable communities. This affords a rich “space” or place to explore contemporary
responses to local and global change. We do this as both of these trends, urban design/place
making and community, seem to be converging. It proposes that this theoretical space offers
opportunities for communities to develop innovative design solutions for sustainable
livelihoods in the context of local distinctiveness and local capacity; a space to speculate on
place making. All projects have a strong requirement for students to embed Indigenous
perspectives wherever possible and to respect the cultural values of the place in suggesting
ways of dealing with change.
Structure of the Studio and the engagement process
The thirteen week studios are typically structured into three phases:
 initial group work (3 to 4 students per group) in the first four or five weeks to establish
the community engagement, undertake site appraisal and develop a theoretical framework
to intellectually underpin an expanded project brief and the subsequent design exploration;
 continued group work for the next three weeks to develop a spatially explicit strategic
plan and policy/design guidelines for the whole project; and
 individual work in the final weeks where negotiated aspects of the group strategic
framework are developed into detailed design proposals capable of implementation.
4A key learning component of the initial phase is the initial engagement with the community
followed by development of a Theoretical Framework and Project Brief. Orchestrating the
initial engagement with the community requires good lead times. This provides time to visit
the site and talk with key stakeholders to set up an operational plan. It also maximises the
benefit of the first meeting between students and community by ensuring as many
stakeholders as possible are present and that there is opportunity for the students to meet
with them again in a variety of settings.
In the case of Poona the initial meeting between students and community took place at
Poona. Studio staff and the students spent an extended weekend on location at the end of
the second week of Semester. The first week was devoted to giving the students an initial
project briefing, forming their working groups and giving them the space to absorb the plethora
of information and data provided as part of the unit materials and prepare for the site visit.
Arriving mid afternoon on Friday after a four hour bus trip, the first activity was a public forum
in the Community Hall where the students met with community members, local and state
government representatives, the developer and key members of his senior staff. Facilitated
by John Price and myself as studio coordinator, this often animated discussion established a
broad framework of the expectations of the various sectors represented (Figure 5).
Friday night at Poona is a regular open social night with barbecue and a licensed bar in the
Community Hall. The students joined in this activity with typical enthusiasm and took
community engagement to another level. They were also able to meet with significant
numbers of the weekender population and thus widen their understanding of community
perspectives. The Ratepayers Association had also sponsored a second social evening on
the Saturday evening and advertised this to locals well in advance. This event continued the
effective engagement process and the students departed Poona next day with an impressive
“extended family” of contacts to work with. All day Saturday and Sunday morning were
devoted to familiarisation with Poona and its surrounding environs.
The next phase of engagement was more informal. Despite a three hour drive each way, all
students regularly returned to Poona to flesh out their own understandings and maintain
dialogue with the community. One group of four students liaised with the Ratepayers
Association to develop a comprehensive preferences survey which they undertook over a
single weekend. A total of 53 surveys were returned and this represents a significant sample
of the existing population. The data returned provided valuable insights for both student and
the Poona Community leaders.
The Semester then concluded with an exhibition of all of the student work on location in the
Community Hall. This was staged over Friday afternoon and Saturday morning to once again
Figure 5 – Students meet with Poona stakeholders in the Community Hall
5embrace the Friday night social. An estimated 100 people closely examined the work over the
two days. The audience included:
 the developer who spent a full half day going through all of the work;
 elected and staff representatives from the Maryborough City Council, including the
Mayor;
 the regional officer of the state government’s Environmental Protection Agency;
 an elected representative from an adjoining Shire Council; and
 a wide cross section of the general Poona community.
So enthusiastic was the reception that after academic assessments were completed all of the
student work was returned to Poona for an extended rotating exhibition. This process is
ongoing at the time of writing.
Limited release of intellectual property rights. An important factor in making this kind of
community engagement effective is a standard process of limited release of Intellectual
Property that forms part of all of these “real world” projects. At the commencement of the
project the students and the community group sign off on the following agreement:
I, ___________________________________ (full name) hereby agree to allow
the Poona Ratepayers Association to use my planning and design work
undertaken on the Poona Project in Semester 2, 2005 for purposes of ongoing
community consultation and forward planning for the community provided that I am
fully acknowledged as author of the work in any such use. This agreement does
not include the direct implementation of my work as a constructed work unless
written notification of intent to so do is given to me and a separate agreement is
reached with me as to the terms on which such implementation is to be
undertaken.
The importance of this provision cannot be overstated. By the time our students get to this
stage of their studies almost all of them are working in professional offices. There have been
several occasions where student work has lead to direct implementation and the authors have
been able to bring this work into their workplace, an important contribution to their professional
development.
Development of a Project Brief
The development of a Project Brief supported by a focused theoretical framework is facilitated
by a series of structured weekly workshops, supported by selected readings and general
bibliographies designed to collectively engage students in the diversity of theory that might be
drawn upon to underpin design. The Poona Futures project involved three such workshops.
The first exercise asked the question, “What is this town? Is it … ?” and allocated one of
three thematic lenses to each group through which to explore the question. The lenses were:
 an economic enterprise based on its setting;
 a symbiotic relationship between its people and its setting; and
 a natural environment as part of its setting.
The objective of this exercise, which I have used in two previous studios that required an
effective community engagement, is to expose the students to a creative environment in which
to undertake the site and community appraisal in contrast to the dour mechanics of
conventional site inventory and analysis. This technique encourages them to think more
laterally about the site’s potentials and challenges as an integrated social and natural
environment and to develop a better sensitivity to cultural and place values. The use of bias
via the lenses widens the potential investigative fields and the pool of potential ideas to draw
6from. Feedback from students over its three iterations indicates the strategy is very effective
in achieving its objective.
The second exercise asked the students to consider the potential of the Hannover Principles
(Donough 1992) to provide a set of protocols applicable to setting a sustainability agenda for
Poona. The Hannover Principles were conceived to underpin an international design
competition for Expo 2000 World Fair in Hannover, Germany. An important outcome from this
was the clear recognition by most students that these protocols, although sound, were dated
and that concepts of sustainable development had moved on. All of the work revealed a high
degree of critical thought in proposing a more contemporary interpretation of the required
protocols and Figure 6 gives a good example of how the issues were initially synthesized.
The urban design student group responsible for this model argued that conceptualizing the
village as an ecosystem allowed six key principles to be adopted:
 increased local autonomy;
 increased choice and diversity;
 more responsiveness to place;
 greater connection and integration;
 greater flexibility and adaptability; and
 more user control.
The third exercise required the synthesis of the collective outputs from the first two exercises
into a conceptual Project Brief and Theoretical Framework to be adopted by each group.
Each of the three workshops was presented in class with a required emphasis on graphic
communication of ideas. In each case the work was peer evaluated on a standardised 1 to 5
rating against three criteria addressing research, application and communication plus two
open ended questions. These questions asked the students to identify the best aspect of
Figure 6 – Conceptual model for a village as an ecosystem
(Response to Workshop 1 by the urban design student group: Bruin et al)
7each presentation and what aspect could have been improved. At the conclusion to each
workshop the evaluation forms were collated and made available to everyone for immediate
perusal. The students valued this process as formative feedback. The total product of all
workshops became a shared open access on-line class resource for the remainder of the
semester. This enabled all students to draw on the diversity of ideas generated by the class
as a whole as they developed their own responses to the project.
The studio products
The Strategic Plans produced by each group in the first half of the semester were required to
set a long term vision for the future of Poona supported by clearly articulated objectives,
implementation policies and design guidelines. The workshop process identified the following
specific issues to be addressed by the strategic plans:
 forward planning for the progressive development of a town centre to support the
growing population;
 subdivision design and construction that followed best practice in water sensitive urban
design;
 stormwater runoff management through constructed wetlands in parkland to protect
the Melaleuca wetlands from urban pollution;
 insertion of linear wetlands in existing stormwater outfall drains to intercept pollutants
before draining into the Melaleuca wetlands;
 landscape planting guidelines that reinforced the character and biological values of the
local flora and managed urban weed infestation;
 maximisation of walking paths and bikeway access to reduce car dependence in
moving around Poona;
 increased launching and parking infrastructure capacity for trailer boats; and
 management guidelines for restoring a very degraded public domain along the
foreshore.
The students were encouraged to discuss their ideas with the local people as often as
possible as the work progressed. This recognises that an open atmosphere of working
together towards a common goal is arguably the most important factor in successful
community engagement for the simple reason that it encourages ownership of the outcomes.
The final phase of individual work had an entirely different purpose. Each student selected a
specific element of the group Strategic Plan. These elements broadly reflected the specific
site issues listed above. The task was to resolve the design of the selected element to the
stage where it could be actually built by applying the guidelines set down by the Strategic
Plan. This stage had two primary learning objectives:
 it required the students to respect the group decisions thus reinforcing the values of
effective teamwork; and
 it provided the local community with a visual demonstration of a range of possible
outcomes to consider and debate thus empowering them to take charge of their own
futures from an informed position (Figure 7 to 10).
Outcomes achieved
A month prior to the final exhibition the developer met with me in my office to privately review
the Stage 1 Master Plans produced by the nine student groups. By that time I had completed
the group assessments and was in a position to walk him through the best of the work and
discuss its implications for the remaining un-constructed components of the development.
The material was able to demonstrate that a more environmentally responsive approach
offered higher economic returns on his investment as well as better environmental outcomes.
8This meeting closed with the developer undertaking to instruct his consultants to re-examine
how the remaining subdivisions might be constructed in the light of the student work. This
undertaking was reiterated to the students at the exhibition and included an added
undertaking to take appropriate measures to retrofit stormwater drainage infrastructure
already in place to provide additional protection to the wetlands. There was also a very
positive reaction from the attending members of local government. The following text is an
email dated 1 November 2005 to John Price from the local Maryborough City Councillor and
relayed to me:
John, I just wanted to say that I was blown away by all that work. It certainly taught
some of us a thing or two. Pity the other councillors couldn't see fit to come along -
but their loss. I was impressed by the sustainable house and the swales - and as
Wayne Sweeney said last night at our briefing meeting, what was being done by
the students was a total change to our current practice. He was impressed as well.
I do look forward to their plans being made available for us to get a better look. I
have often said that we should have different plans for different areas and this may
be a start. Barb also said tonight that we are obviously missing out on a great
source and I think that she has in her mind that we must continue some dialogue
with your contacts maybe for future projects. Anyway, I can only say thank you for
starting this process and having the strength and power to push on, it is going to




The jury is still out in terms of the longer term impact of the Poona Futures project as it is still
too recent. However, the indications are that this may well be one of the most successful
studios we have run in this genre in terms of both student and community learning. A lot of
the success has to do with the enthusiasm and passion with which both students and
community engaged both formally and informally throughout the semester. The passion was
undoubtedly engendered by the nature of the place itself and the enthusiasm, which ultimately
embraced the developer as well, stemmed from a wide community acceptance of the
contribution the students could make to empowering it to influence future lifestyle. Just as
importantly, acceptance by the students that local knowledge, including that of the developer,
had a lot to contribute to their design explorations and growth as future professionals
contributed its own momentum. Together, they creatively demonstrate why we engage in
community engagement as an effective learning vehicle (Ramaley 2001).
Figure 7 – Town Centre proposal (Nicolosi 2005)
9Figure 8 – Configuring streets for water sensitive urban design (Doblo 2005)
Figure 9 – Constructed wetlands to cleanse urban runoff (Doblo 2005)
Figure 10 – Pathways to engage with the natural environment (Vallance 2005)
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